
Prologue:
Why I Teach

If you had asked me back in the beginning to tell you why I teach, I don’t know how I
might have answered. It wasn’t the money—back in my days as a teaching intern, I
was bringing home a mere $318 a month, which wasn’t much, even then. It wasn’t the

hours—between graduate school and losing the battle to stay one step ahead of my thirty-
nine fifth-graders, I was putting in ridiculously long days. And it certainly wasn’t the
chance to exercise my genius as an instructor—I was lucky if I could get through one day
without a fight breaking out.
No, there wasn’t much glory in working with kids who greeted me with, “I don’t do

reading,” before I’d had a chance to learn their names. Nor was it heartwarming to teach
kids who saw me more as an annoyance than an inspiration, kids who couldn’t care less
that all I’d ever wanted my entire life was to be a teacher.
I cried a lot my first year. I cried the day my whole class failed what I thought was a

simple pretest. I cried the day my kids wouldn’t sit down and be quiet while my super-
visor was in the room. I cried the day a parent said that maybe her son would do better
with an “older” teacher. And I cried the day I visited the home of one of my most diffi-
cult students and found her mother falling-down drunk before lunchtime.
So what kept me in the game, especially that first year? Looking back, it took remark-

ably little to renew my sense of hope, or at least suggest that maybe all was not lost. I
would come this close to throwing in the towel when a child would uncharacteristically
come to class prepared, make a positive behavioral change, or help a classmate. I’d be
sure I couldn’t make it through the day when someone would suddenly get subtraction
or appear excited about a subject we were about to discuss. And just as I was about to
give up, they’d finally sit still for a story or laugh at one of my jokes.
For other teachers, perhaps it’s the progress, imperceptible as itmay seemat times, the little

connections, a hug here and there, or the realization that we might well be the only source of
encouragement some child is getting right now. Perhaps deep down there’s the possibility that
our excitement, or even our good intentions, somehowmakes a dent, that our caring and com-
mitment allow us, inevitably, to touch the future. But we give what we give because we can’t
not give, and we give in the best of faith, because the evidence of our devotion is sometimes
long in coming. We are tested again and again, and sometimes we just keep coming back for
no good reason besides the fact that, for better or worse, we are called to teach. Maybe this is
something only another teacher can understand: It’s not just what we do. It’s who we are.1

NOTE

1. This piece originally appeared as the foreword I wrote for the book Why I Teach, by Esther
Wright (Bluestein, 1999b, pp. vii–viii). Reprinted by permission.
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